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The shortest distance between two points is a straight line.  
But while the shortest distance for many Americans 
between poverty and a life of self-sufficiency is a job, it can 
still be a winding path to achieve it. The Society of St. 
Vincent de Paul can help to shorten the line, but are we 
doing all we can? 

According to several sources including a foundation created 
by “Dirty Jobs” actor Mike Rowe, there are nearly 3 million 
unfilled good-paying jobs out there that don’t require a 
college degree. This does not mean however that they are 
“unskilled” jobs; many still need technical training that can 
be fulfilled with an associate’s degree or trade schooling over anywhere from a few months to two 
years. Yet our national focus has been on attaining a four-year college degree even though many 
college grads have poor job and salary prospects. Four years of college for many is unaffordable, and 
for some young people college just isn’t a good fit. 

Meanwhile, some states are requiring more strict work requirements for SNAP and other 
government benefits for the able-bodied. This additional pressure to find employment may bring 
more people to our Society looking for work even when they also ask for food, rent or other 
assistance. 

Our Society Conferences and Councils might find this a good time to shift our thinking toward a 
different set of mission strategies. Many have begun this already with an increased emphasis on 
systemic change solutions to help people move more permanently out of poverty. But while we have 
moved in this direction through better education, help with predatory lending, financial literacy and 
other strategies, how much have we developed our services and strategies around job attainment?  
How can we help to straighten that line between poverty and a well-paying job? 

Our volunteers and staff may be excellent job-matching resources for people in need who may not 
know how to look for those elusive but available jobs out there. By taking time in our Conference 
meetings to share job board postings, contacts with local employers and other job-search knowledge 
we can shorten the search for those in need through enhanced resource sharing. Job-hunting is a 
skill set in and of itself, and some people we serve simply don’t have these skills. We can help. 

Many Conferences have at least one example of buying tools for someone who needs them to get or 
keep a job. While the cost may be a bit high depending on the occupation, this is truly a systemic 
change solution toward permanent self-sufficiency.  What if this same strategy is applied to trade 
school tuition or enrollment in a community college? This support as a gift or as a loan, in place of 
months or years of help with rent and food, is a great investment in our neighbors’ lives. 

If we think further about centering more of our work on job success, we may need to change some 
of our own internal systems. For example, how can we expect working adults who still need some 
help to get to our food pantry if it is only open during the workday? We may need some evening and 
weekend alternatives if we want to keep people on the job. We may want to explore community 
child care, health care and transportation resources to share with working parents with small 



children. We may also need parental care solutions as well. With all of these we remove barriers to 
finding and keeping a job, still the best pathway for many out of poverty. 

Some of our neighbors, such as the elderly living alone and some people with illnesses and 
disabilities, will always need our traditional give-away services. But if America is creating jobs again, 
looking for workers, and better yet paying fair wages, we as the Society of St. Vincent de Paul have 
new opportunities to meet our mission. As times change, so must our strategies and tactics to help 
people out of poverty. We can be a bridge between employers and the people we know who need 
work – with just a little help. 

In our home visits, perhaps one of the central and first questions is no longer “What do you need?” 
but rather “What do you need to find a job?” or “What kind of work do think you can do if we help 
you?” We have a long history of helping people work around complicated problems. Right now, we 
can simplify the self-sufficiency problem and the service process for some friends in need through a 
focus on job attainment.  

Let’s shorten that line. 
 
Yours in Christ, 
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